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William D. Lipe

In Defense of Digging
Archeological Preservation as a Means, Not an End

Tonto National
Monument,AZ.

he passage of the Antiquities Act

was a critical early victory in the

battle to save archeological sites in

the U.S. from wasteful destruction,
because it established a national policy to protect
and regulate the use of such sites on the public
lands. The battle still continues, and in fact, there
will be no end to it, because authentic archeolog-
ical sites of any particular period can only be
protected or lost, not
created anew. Site
protection today has
many more legal tools
to work with than it
did in 1906, but popu-
lation growth and the
increased pace of
development mean
that the threats to site
survival are also more
pewvasive.

Passage of the
National Historic
Preservation Act
(NHPA) in 1966 led to
the development of a
fairly comprehensive
set of procedures for
considering the effects
of federal undertakings
on archeological sites,
of weighing the values
embodied in these

sites against other socially desirable ends, and of
protecting site integrity when feasible. Although
cumbersome and faulty in some respects, these
procedures have greatly increased our ability to
protect sites from destruction due to federally-
related economic development, and in our ability
to study some of those that cannot be saved.

The inclusion of archeological sites in a
larger historic preservation system has and will
continue to have positive results, but | believe that
there also are certain problems in the way that
archeological preservation is currently being car-
ried out in the U.S. These problems are rooted in
the particular kind of social value that most arche-
ological sites have, and in the way that archeologi-
cal preservation programs have come to deal with
this value.

I think that a starting point for federal arche-
ological preservation programs is consideration of
the primary social contribution of archeology, i.e.,
the production and dissemination of new informa-
tion about the past based on the systematic study
of the archeological record. Many archeological
sites have associative or educational values in
addition to or independent of their research value,
but most sites in fact gain their primary social
value because they have the potential to con-
tribute new information about the past when sub-
jected to archeological study. This, of course is a
basic tenet of the Antiquities Act and is described
in Section 3 of the statute. In order for an
Antiquities Act permit to be granted, carefully con-
ducted and recorded investigations, curation of the
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material recovered, and the intention of increasing
knowledge were required.

Under the NHPA, if sites are preserved on
the grounds that this makes it possible for them to
be studied in the future, one measure of a preser-
vation program’s success is whether anything use-
ful or at least interesting to scholars and the gen-
eral public has been learned by the subsequent
study of those sites. It follows that decisions about
the physical preservation of archeological sites
should take into account how these sites can con-
tribute to public understanding and appreciation
of the past through archeological study or interpre-
tation. The public benefits of preserving any par-
ticular archeological site may not be realized for a
long time, or perhaps never; my point is that pro-
grams of archeological preservation need to con-
sider both the means (preservation) and the ends
(increased public understanding and appreciation
of the past), and not assume that the latter will
somehow take care of itself.

Of course, research excavations represent a
shift from preservation of the non-renewable
archeological record to its consumptive use.
Excavations affect the physical integrity of the
archeological record, albeit while generating vari-
ous proxies for it, ranging from maps, notes, and
provenienced collections to synthesized descrip-
tions of archeological contexts. Excavating carries
significant ethical responsibilities for archeolo-
gists: the work must be well justified; it must be
carried out frugally with respect to the kind and
amount of archeological record affected, and
results must be disseminated, with collections and
notes ultimately assigned to a public repository
(SOPA 1996; Kintigh 1996; Lynott and Wylie
1995). Existing records and collections may often
suffice to support contemplated research, and
should be considered before new work is under-
taken on sites (Lynott and Wylie 1995:30).
Nevertheless, what enables archeologists to justify
the preservation of the archeological record is their
ability to read new information out of it by judi-
cious use of archeological methods, including
excavation. An archeology without excavation is
one that cannot fully achieve its potential social
contributions.

On the basis of previous published state-
ments (e.g., Lipe 1974, 1984, 1985), | am not a
likely candidate for promoting the indiscriminant
excavation of sites that have been preserved in
place by federal programs. That is not my point. |
don’t want to argue against a conservation ethic,
but to consider whether our current zeal for pre-
serving archeological sites may not in some cases
be undercutting our ability to realize the values for
which they are being preserved. | believe that pub-
lic support for archeological preservation will (and

should) be proportional to public perceptions that
there is something useful (or at least interesting)
to be learned by archeological study of the archeo-
logical record of the past. | see several trends in
federal preservation programs that may in some
cases work against generating and disseminating
the archeological information that is the presumed
long-term goal for most site preservation. These
are: (1) treatment of site preservation as an end in
itself; (2) policies that preclude consumptive
research except at “threatened” sites; and (3)
“banking” of sites or groups of sites for some
undefined future time.

|. Site preservation as an end in itself.

In most cases, when a historic building is
preserved in place, this will have been because of
its outstanding esthetic and/or associative values.
The public benefit of having preserved it is rela-
tively direct—it stands as a visually understand-
able, public representation of the qualities that
have made it worthy of preservation. Public appre-
ciation of these values can be enhanced, of course,
if additional interpretive and contextual informa-
tion about the building is made available, and if
public access is granted to the building’s grounds
and interior. Further study of the physical struc-
ture itself by scholars may require permission for
access and for conducting at least some intrusive
investigations. Such study, if the results are ade-
guately disseminated, may further enhance both
scholarly and public understanding and apprecia-
tion of the structure. Even if these latter enhance-
ments are not forthcoming, however, the major
public benefit of preservation can often be
achieved by physical preservation alone.

For archeological sites having information
potential as their primary value, the benefits of
preservation are seldom so direct. Physical preser-
vation of most archeological sites simply main-
tains their physical integrity until they can be
studied at some indefinite time in the future. Most
archeological sites, even if they have associative
as well as informational value, either lack visual
characteristics, or have very slight visual impact
that relates to their value and cannot readily stand
as visual public representations of those values.
As noted above, the social benefit of preseving
archeological sites is usually so they can be stud-
ied in the future, and for a few sites, so they can
be publicly interpreted in the future. Furthemore,
both the scholarly and public benefits of archeol-
ogy are less focused on specific preserved sites
than on the story that the sites and artifacts of a
particular period and region can tell in aggregate.
Preservation of sites is essential if archeology is to
carry out its mission of continuing to provide new
information and interpretations of the past, but
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preservation alone is only the starting point for
this mission.

Because the scholarly and public benefits
from archeological preservation are generally more
diffuse and indirect than is the case for historic
buildings does not mean that archeology is unpop-
ular. The extensive public interest in things arche-
ological is amply documented by the circulation of
Archaeology Magazine (over 200,000 subscribers),
the hundreds of thousands of visitors to archeolog-
ical museums and parks each year, and by the
popularity of video and print treatments of archeo-
logical finds and interpretations. For much of this
public benefit, formal research is the mediator—
that is, researchers provide and authenticate the
interpretations and contexts on which popular
books, videos, and articles are based. Even when
the “real thing”—specific artifacts and sites—are
publicly displayed, they usually require more sub-
sidiary interpretation—in the form of signs, guides,
etc.—than do most preserved historic buildings.

It seems to me that federal archeological
preservation programs will be most successful if
they can treat both sides of the means-ends equa-
tion—if they balance in-situ preservation efforts
with a continuing flow of public benefits, including
scholarly studies, site tours, interpretive treat-
ments in the print and visual media, and museum
displays. Because archeological knowledge and
insights are generally based on populations of
sites rather than on single ones, each and every
preserved site does not have to be the object of
study or interpretation. The best scale both for
research and interpretation may often be statewide
or regional, involving multiple agencies and the
SHPOs.

The Section 106 process currently produces
an enormous amount of new information about
the archeological record—not only from data
recovery projects, but from preservation-oriented
inventory and evaluation studies as well. The

descriptive reports resulting from this work are
increasingly being done to a very high technical
standard. Yet even reports representing hundreds
of thousands of dollars of research are often diffi-
cult to obtain, and may lack concise synthetic and
problem-oriented summaries useful to scholars. |
think we need to find ways to present the neces-
sary descriptive documentation more efficiently,
and to place substantially greater emphasis on
concise summaries that can be widely circulated.
Funds from multiple projects also need to be
pooled to support really high-quality regional or
statewide interpretive treatments—print, video,
museum—that are directed to school students and
the general public.

As research archeologists and cultural
resource managers, we generally lack the training
and talent to produce the kinds of interpretive
products that the public expects. Yet we have the
information on which these products are based,
and we control access to the artifacts, pho-
tographs, and sites that provide the tangible link
between an interpretive story and the authentic
record of past cultures. | think that we need to
work much harder to develop friendly interfaces
between our worlds and those of the interpretive
specialists who have their own incentives for help-
ing us deliver the benefits side of preserwvation.
These include scholars, museum directors, free-
lance writers, video producers, and K-12 teachers.
Developing those interfaces, and opening up our
various “systems” so the interfaces work can't be
an add-on, volunteer, or afterthought process—it
has to be part of our basic responsibility. A num-
ber of federal agencies, SHPOs, archeological
organizations, and individual archeologists have
begun developing and delivering interpretive prod-
ucts, often in conjunction with interpretive special-
ists from “outside the system.” But much more
remains to be done.

All these things are easy to say, of course,
but hard to put into practice because they involve
changing some of our priorities and some of our
systems. | know that funds are increasingly
squeezed for archeological resource programs at
both the federal and state levels. But | think that
rethinking both the means and ends sides of
preservation programs may help us find solutions
that don’t require more money. And in any case, if
we do not begin to put more emphasis on the
ends, i.e., on delivery of public benefits, we may
find our funds even more reduced.

2. Limiting consumptive archeolagical

research to “threatened” sites.

Although there is a great deal of variability
in whether or how federal land-managing agencies
and SHPOs apply this principle, and whether it is
espoused by archeologists as a matter of profes-



sional ethics, it clearly has gained currency in the
past 20 years or so. Although | can probably take
some of the blame for this (Lipe 1974), | now see
it as another symptom of treating preservation as
an end in itself.

That is, it seems to me that pledging to dig
only on sites that are otherwise threatened has the
unintended effect of trivializing archeological
research and its contributions to society.
Essentially, what we are saying is that any other
socially approved activity, plus the prospect of
looting, ranks higher as a reason for excavating
sites than does the prospect of learning something
about the past through good archeological
research on an important archeological problem.
Therefore, the widening of a state highway, or the
digging of a stock pond, are acceptable reasons for
excavating at a site in order to mitigate the impact
of the construction, but that having a good
research question and design are not acceptable
reasons, if the site would not otherwise be altered.
I think this puts us in a really weak position when
we try to argue that archeology and archeological
knowledge are valuable, because de facto we have
said that research is a less important way of con-
suming the archeological record than is digging a
stock pond or widening a highway.

Furthemore, given the institutional structure
of American archeology today, confining research
to threatened sites is a guaranteed way to exclude
the academic sector from excavation, except in
those rare cases where academic departments
maintain contract archeology programs. Many aca-
demics simply ignore the “threatened site” princi-
ple now, and this is driving a further wedge
between the CRM and academic parts of the field.

An additional point here is that some types
of problem and some kinds of archeological record
are very unlikely to be accessible to research
under the “threatened site” rule. My own research
currently focuses on locating, mapping, and dating
A.D. 1100-1300 Puebloan community center sites
in the northern San Juan region. These sites gener-
ally have from 50 to more than 500 structures,
and most are on public land. During the A.D.,
1200s, a very large majority of the Puebloan peo-
ple who were living in the area lived in these vil-
lages. | think that learning about these sites is
essential to understanding community and inter-
community organization in the northern San Juan
region of SW Colorado and SE Utah during this
period. Yet these sites are not “threatened” by
public projects, because they are too big. Properly,
they are avoided by pipelines, powerlines, high-
ways, and the like, because “mitigating” them
would just be too expensive. So in general, this is
a victory for conservation archeology. With regard
to threats from looters, the middens of many of

these sites have been dug over for 100 years or
more by pothunters looking for burials with asso-
ciated artifacts. On public land, this threat is
diminishing, but it is still there. However, most of
the research problems | and my colleagues at the
Crow Canyon Center are interested in require
excavating not in middens, but in and around
structures, which the pothunters generally have
left alone.

Does the fact that the structural portions of
these sites are not currently “threatened” mean
that we should not use well-justified consumptive
research to learn something from them? | don’t
think so. Archeologists at the Crow Canyon Center
are engaged in testing a few of these sites, to
examine models based on surface evidence and on
excavations done elsewhere. They are successfully
developing techniques for obtaining critical infor-
mation from these sites by excavating far, far less
than one percent of them. | think this is perfectly
justifiable under a conservation model, which is
driven by the continuing success of research,
which requires continuing frugal use of the archeo-
logical record. If the research stagnates, then some
of the justification for saving the sites for the
future disappears.

Let’s face it—modern archeological research
is one of the smallest current and future threats to
the integrity of the archeological resource. We
should focus our efforts on fighting looting and
getting archeological values considered in project
planning, and not spend our energies on keeping
other archeologists from doing well-justified, con-
sumptively frugal, research. What | am calling for
is a recognition that well-justified, problem-ori-
ented, consumptive research on judiciously
selected “non-threatened” sites is ethically accept-
able. It must be well-designed, well-done, well-
published, and the collection well-curated, of
course, but if it is, it can make a substantial con-
tribution to the “benefits” side of regional preser-
vation programs, by fostering both scholarly and
public interpretive studies.

3. Banking sites for the future.

The practice of “banking sites” consists of
prohibiting consumptive research until some indef-
inite time in the future when our archeological
techniques will presumably be better and our
problems will be more sharply defined (cf. Lipe
1974). This is related to the notion of mitigating
the impacts of development projects on sites by
redesigning the project to avoid them rather than
by carrying out “data recovery.” There are two
practical and one logical problem with the “bank-
ing” approach if it is carried out unthinkingly. The
logical problem is that one can continue to make
the argument about saving a site for the future ad
infinitum, provided archeological data recovery



techniques continue to show promise of improv-
ing. So one is left in the paradoxical position that
the information value for which the site is being
saved can never be obtained, because a better job
could always be done sometime in the future;
hence, study must be further postponed forever. |
think that resource managers and research arche-
ologists can get out of this impasse if they set a
time certain for when the future will be declared to
have arrived or they simply set a high threshold
for the conduct and publication of projects involv-
ing consumptive research. | have no problem with
some classes of sites or some spatial sets of sites
being held to a higher standard for consumptive
research, but feel that open-ended banking is
likely to be counterproductive.

The practical problems with “banking” are
whether effective site preservation will, in fact, be
carried out as well, so that the research option
stays open and whether persistently keeping a
class of sites or a large spatial set of sites off-limits
to research will undercut the basic justifications
for protecting those sites. Quite a bit has been
written about the first point, and | think that most
of us are becoming more skeptical of site avoid-
ance as the preferred way of mitigating develop-
ment impacts, unless it is coupled with a protec-
tion plan that has a good chance of succeeding.
The other problem, I think, is beginning to show
up in the National Park Service, which as a gen-
eral policy, discourages consumptive research in
the parks, if comparable studies can be done out-
side them. Because relatively little impact-driven
research gets done either, this increasingly means
that we have to write the prehistory of some areas
without much recent information from the national
parks in those areas. | think the parks are special,
and | would encourage that consumptive research
be held to a higher standard in them. But a policy
that either directly or de facto shuts off even fru-
gal, well-justified research on important archeolog-
ical resources ultimately does not serve archeology
or the public good.

Condusions

In sum, what should drive archeological
preservation is the social benefit that archeology
can provide to society over the long run. That ben-
efit is primarily the contribution of knowledge
about the past derived from systematic study of
the archeological record. In situ preservation of
archeological resources is a tool for optimizing
that benefit. The Antiquities Act aimed to protect
archeological sites on public lands from wanton
destruction. It required that the investigation and
removal of archeological artifacts and other
remains be done carefully, using scientific excava-
tion methods and techniques. These requirements
were based upon the policy that the main public

benefit of archeological resources was a social
good reached through improved understanding of
the American past. The world has changed plenty
since 1906. One change is our increased apprecia-
tion of the need to conserve non-renewable arche-
ological sites. Yet, the basic value of archeological
sites to the American public has not changed.

Archeologists must accept an ethical obliga-
tion to try to minimize the impacts of development
projects on archeological sites, and to fight against
looting and vandalism. And they must recognize
that archeological sites sometimes have associa-
tive as well as research value. To the extent that
preservation is justified by a site’s information
potential, those preservation efforts need to be
coupled with a longer term focus on the generation
of knowledge from archeological study of the pop-
ulations of sites that are preserved. Long-term, fru-
gal consumption of the archeological record by
well-justified research—both problem-oriented and
mitigation-driven—must be an accepted and inte-
grated part of the preservation program. If the
research doesn’t get done, or if it gets done and we
don’t learn anything from it, or if only scholars
learn from it and the public is shut out, then
preservation will have been in vain, because its
goals will have not been achieved.
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